Expression of herpes simplex virus DNA fragments located in epidermal keratinocytes and germinative cells is associated with the development of erythema multiforme lesions.
Skin from acute and healed herpes simplex virus or herpes simplex virus-associated erythema multiforme (HAEM) lesions was examined by polymerase chain reaction with primers for DNA polymerase, ICP8, thymidine kinase (5' end of herpes simplex virus genome), and ICP27 (3' end of herpes simplex virus genome). The primers were herpes simplex virus specific and equally sensitive. The four herpes simplex virus genes were seen in acute herpes simplex virus lesions, but except for one patient, only polymerase (or polymerase and ICP8) were seen in 7-d healed lesional skin. Herpes simplex virus DNA was not seen 1-1.5 mo after healing. HAEM skins from 18 of 24 patients (75%) were positive for polymerase DNA and four of 24 (17%) were also positive for ICP8 or thymidine kinase DNA. Only one tissue (4%) was positive for polymerase, ICP8, and ICP27 DNA. Skin from healed HAEM lesions was still polymerase DNA positive 1-3 mo after lesion resolution. The polymerase DNA signal was in the basal and spinous cell layers of the epidermis and in the outer root sheath of the hair follicle. Polymerase RNA was identified by reverse transcriptase polymerase chain reaction in skin from acute, but not healed polymerase DNA positive HAEM lesions, suggesting that polymerase expression is associated with HAEM lesion development.